
G u lls  u s e d  to
DETECT SUBMARINES
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German submarines posed a serious threat to the 
Allies. U-boat attacks claimed nearly 13,000 victims 
among the British atone during WWI. On 7 M ay 1915 
a German submarine torpedoed RMS Lusitania, a Bri­
tish 240-metre-long ocean liner, kitting alm ost 1200 
passengers and crew. The attack spread panic, a ll the 
more since the supply o f  food  was threatened. In A pril 
1917, the situa tion had escalated to such a degree that 
one ou t o f  fou r ships leaving the British Isles was ne­
ver seen again. A ny proposal o r  creative idea to locate 
and/or neutralise U-boats was therefore welcome. The 
Board o f  Invention and Research (BIR) was established  
in the United Kingdom in 1915, superseded in 1916 by  
the Anti-Submarine Division (ASD), which stim ulated  
the m ilitary, scientists as well as the general pub lic  to 
come up w ith solutions. Numerous suggestions were 
taken in to consideration, e.g. using strong magnets, 
pouring ou t green pa in t to obstruct the view through  
periscopes and even tracking submarines by  means 
o f  a d ivin ing rod. One idea p u t forward by  Thomas 
M ills, the use o f  seagulls to detect submarines, g o t 
the benefit o f  the doub t and was fu rthe r examined.
The plan was to train gu lls  to descend on periscopes 
so tha t they would defecate on them each tim e this 
‘ submarine eye’ surfaced. This resu lt needed to be 
achieved by firs t teaching the birds tha t they would  
f in d  food  in the immediate v ic in ity  o f  a periscope. Once 
they had been conditioned, they would spontaneously 
flock  around every periscope they saw and give away 
the ir positions. The gu lls  were trained by means o f  an 
apparatus eguipped w ith a dum m y periscope tha t was 
towed by  a ship and discharged pieces o f  sausage o r  
cat food  in to the water a t regular intervals. Needless to 
say tha t th is o rig ina l idea never caused any problems 
to the German submarine f le e t ...
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Wikipedia

A n s w e r  to  t h e  q u e s t io n  r e g a r d in g  
th e  ‘S n a p s h o t ’ in  t h is  is s u e

On page 101 there is a p icture o f  a ship pa in ted in a strange pattern. 
This is USS West Mahomet, an American fre igh te r pa in ted in dazzle 
camouflage (also known as “ razzie dazzle”). Painting a ship in 
geom etric patterns -  usually in black, white, blue and green -  is 
not intended to conceal the vessel, bu t to make it  d ifficu lt fo r  the 
enemy to estimate the targeted sh ip ’ s range, speed and heading, 
as is the case w ith a bo lting  zebra. This razzle dazzle was used fo r  
the firs t time during the First World War. Having lost many ships due 
to actions by German submarines, the British started to pa in t the ir 
merchant and m ilita ry  ships in 1917. Over 4000 merchant ships and  
400 warships would eventually wear dazzle camouflage. Each sh ip ’ s 
dazzle patte rn was unigue to prevent the enemy from  making classes 
o f  ships ins tantly  recognisable. Later on, the a rt world showed 
in terest in th is technigue; Pablo Picasso would even have claimed 
the concept had been invented by  the cubists!
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K o n in k li jk  W e rk  IBIS in M i l f o r d  Haven (W a le s )  
d u r in g  WWI

Located in Bredene (near Ostend), Koninklijk  Werk IBIS is a unigue 
school, and no t ju s t because o f  its typical navy uniform. Founded by  
Belgian Prince A lbert in 1906 to provide train ing and education to 
orphans from  a fish ing background, this boarding school has evolved 
in to an oasis where children aged 6 to 16 from  m ostly  underprivileged  
social backgrounds fin d  a safe learning and liv ing  environment.
Under the gracious patronage o f  His M ajesty the King, this school 
currently offers prim ary o r m aritim e technical secondary education  
to a maximum o f  n o  students (www.ibisschool.be). When WWI broke  
out, the school decided i t  was no longer safe in Belgium. On 13 
October 1914, the day before the taking o f  Ostend by the Germans, 
the s ta ff and 20 pupils who had stayed behind went on board the 
steam trawlers IBIS V (0 .75) and IBIS VI (O.76) and headed fo r  M ilfo rd  
Haven in Wales (United Kingdom). M ilfo rd  Haven would remain the 
haven o f  refuge fo r  the IBIS students and s ta ff throughout the war.
IBIS VI was the firs t fish ing vessel which returned to the p o rt o f  
Ostend under m ilita ry  escort in December 1918. It was loaded with  
fish, a g if t  from  the Belgian shipowners from  M ilfo rd  Haven to the 
residents o f  Ostend.
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O n d y n a m it e  f is h in g  a n d  o p p o s it io n
TO DEEP-FROZEN MEAT

The creeks in the village ofAssenede in the M eetjesland area were 
fu ll o ff is h  during the First World War. Eel was pa rticu la rly  abundant 
in the m uddy waters. Other fish  m igrated to the shallow  waters along 
the banks to spawn during the m ating season. For local amateur 
fishermen this provided a valuable supplem ent to the ir everyday diet. 
I t  turned ou t they could also learn a thing o r two from  the German 
occupiers.

When several inhabitants jo ined a group o f  German soldiers who had 
recently returned from  the fro n t in M ay 1916, they witnessed a very 
peculiar fish ing method. The Germans had discovered by  accident 
tha t when an a rtille ry  round was thrown in to the water and exploded, 
a targe number o f  fish  was k itted o r stunned. They dem onstrated tha t 
the b last o f  an exploding hand grenade caused the fish  in the water to  
f lo a t to the surface, a fte r which they could be s im p ly  scooped up. The 
German soldiers gave some o f  the fish  to the residents ofAssenede, 
bu t they had not reckoned w ith the ir superiors. When the German 
officers found ou t tha t hand grenades had been used fo r  non-m ilitary  
purposes, the fun was over and they had to hand in the ir hand  
grenades a t once. This was no t ju s t a waste o f  valuable weaponry, it  
was also h igh ly  dangerous fo r  users and bystanders alike.

Fishing in watercourses fit te d  in perfectly w ith the habits o f  the rural 
popu lation a t tha t time. The Flemish viewed new technigues such as 
deep-freezing food  fa r less positively. Experiments w ith deep-freezing 
had begun in the United States a t the turn o f  the twentieth century.
In Belgium the firs t deep-frozen products were consumed a t tha t time  
as well. Deep-freeze technology was used during the war, although
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this was no t ye t guite perfect. When a deepfreeze broke down in 
the m iddle o f  the ocean, the on ly  option was sometimes to throw  
the contents overboard. M eat was one o f  the products supplied in 
this way. When the cargo ship arrived a t an A llied  port, the meat 
was transferred to a refrigerated truck. The ship would often remain 
moored in the harbour fo ra  while and the cold stores continued to  
be used.

Deep-frozen m eat was p rim arily  destined to supply the arm y and 
was o n ly  secondarily provided to the Belgian civilian population. 
Despite the food shortage and exhaustion, a lo t o f  soldiers were 
strong ly opposed to eating deep-frozen meat. They had an aversion 
to its taste and colour. I t  was no t un til the 1930s tha t deep-freeze 
technology became more widespread.

Brecht Demasure


